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Text comprehension will suffer if the readability level is not accessible to 
the students. Readability formulas predict text complexity, assisting in 
appropriate text selection that complements students’ reading abilities to 
improve their language development. Therefore, the study aims to find out 
the reading index of the prose forms in the literature component catered to 
lower secondary school students ages 13 and 14 years old in Form One 
(seventh grade) and Form Two (eighth grade) classrooms in Malaysia. The 
reading index is measured by using four readability formulas which are 
Dale-Chall, Fog, SMOG, and Flesch-Kincaid that focuses on the words, 
sentences, syllables, and polysyllable words. These formulas are used to 
predict the level of difficulty of the prose forms. The reading index 
calculated from these readability formulas reveals the grade level of the 
prose forms. The grade level indicates the best age for reading and 
understanding the prose forms. Two prose forms were chosen as samples 
in the study. A passage is chosen from each prose form to be uploaded 
using the online tool. The indices obtained from the readability formulas 
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predicted that both of the prose forms were below students’ reading age. 
The study implicates reading index must be taken into consideration in 
literary texts selection because it is an indicator of the years of education 
that an individual requires to comprehend the literary text clearly. Suitable 
reading material at students’ age level can enhance literature learning and 
teaching in the ESL classroom.  
 






 Literature teaches readers about the unity of emotion and real-life across the 
world (Vučković, 2017). Studying these works can help students better understand 
intercultural and critical cultural issues (Byram, 2014) and foster national identity. In 
Singapore, literature acts as a unifying agent amongst its people (Dass et al., 2012). In 
Malaysia, the literature component is included in the teaching practices of English 
language syllables. The integration of the literature component has lifted students’ 
awareness of language use, linguistics benefits, and the development of interpretative 
skills. Poems and prose forms (short stories) are two genres compulsory for Form One 
(seventh grade) and Two (eighth grade) students. Students’ comprehension of prose 
forms can be difficult if the readability level is not within their reading ability. 
Readability takes into account factors such as text, readers, and the context. These 
three factors must be aligned to students’ interests so that they will be motivated and 
engaged in reading can take place. When choosing reading materials for our students, 
these three factors play a significant role. However, there are readability formulas in 
judging how difficult or easy a reading text can be. The formulas give out a reading 
index; the number is meant to predict how easily students with different literacy 
levels would be able to read and understand the reading text.  
 Several studies on different aspects of readability have been conducted in 
Malaysia and abroad. In Malaysia, some of the local researchers are Nor (1997), 
Abdullah and Hashim (2007), and Janan (2011) with their studies on readability 
encompass not just education but also enterprise and industry. Abdullah and Hashim 
(2007) examined the readability of a variety of Malaysian English works. Janan 
(2011) developed a new readability model that emphasizes the psycholinguistics of 
readers and reading processes. Hamid et al. (2020) studied the readability of Covid-
19 information by the Malaysian Ministry of health. Crossley et al. (2019) looked at 
international research and performed a report on going beyond traditional readability 
formulas. This research created new readability formulas for both text comprehension 
and reading speed based on advanced NLP tools. 
 Scholars from around the world have debated various aspects of readability. 
Brown et al. (2012), investigated the degree of correlation between each of the L1 
readability estimates and the achievement of Russian EFL students on exact cloze 
passages and discovered that a variety of L1 readability indexes for the set of 50 
passages are slightly correlated with the average performances of Russian university 
students on cloze versions of those same passages. Besides, Tabatabaei and Bagheri 
(2013) found that the readability formula produces good results when used to calculate 
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the readability of reading passages in various textbooks published by the Iranian 
Company as learning materials for pre-university students. Rahmawati and Lestari 
(2014) claimed that readability could be used to calculate the readability of reading 
passages in high school reading materials for both government officials and 
commercial tenth graders.  
 In this study, the reading index of the prose forms currently used for lower 
secondary students in Form One and Two classrooms in the literature component is 
determined. It is intended to determine whether the indices are compatible with the age 
of the students who would read and understand the prose forms prescribed for them. It 
is necessary to assist students out there in selecting appropriate reading materials based 
on their age, language proficiency, and interest in reading in order to participate in 
reading and promote language learning. Hence the gap of the study is addressed. The 
research determines the readability levels of two prose forms and addresses the 
research questions:  
• What is the readability level of the prose form ‘Fairs Fair’ by Narinder Dhami?  
• What is the readability level of the prose form ‘Cheat’ by Alan Baillie?  
 
 




 Scholars have proposed various definitions of readability. Each researcher 
defines the readability according to their understanding and definitions, which rely on 
the purpose and the need for their studies during this period. The earliest definition of 
the term readability was given by Dale and Chall (1949) and they stated that 
readability was “the total (including all the interactions) of all those elements within 
a given piece of printed material that affect the success a group of readers has with 
it” (DuBay, 2004, p. 3). The emphasis here is on the text and the reader, whereby 
the reader’s success in reading depends on the degree to which they understand the 
text and reading it at optimum speed. Klare (1963) defined readability as the ease with 
which a piece of writing may be understood or comprehended. This definition focuses 
solely on the writing style as a text element. Likewise, Ismail et al. (2016) posited 
readability determines whether a book is simple or complex to comprehend. 
Readability, according to the experts, is only concerned with the linguistic aspects of 
a document for example word count, word concreteness, syntax, and coherent devices. 
Another readability scholar, McLaughlin (1969), defined readability as “the extent 
to which a class of people finds certain texts understandable and comprehensible” 
(DuBay, 2004, p. 3) 
Srisunakrua and Chumworatayee (2019) state that readability focused on 
making sure that a reading material matches the target readers’ proficiency. Material 
with a high readability level is considered to be difficult to read, whereas a material 
with a low readability level is said to be simple to read. Kassim (2010) held a similar 
viewpoint, stating that readability is a measurement of the ease or difficulty of reading 
materials. The reader’s ability to read, understand, and analyze any reading material 
demonstrates that the reader has mastered readability and legibility aspects.   
  Rosenblatt (1978) claimed that the reader, the text, and the setting also 
contributed towards readability. The setting refers to cultural and social factors. They 
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are significant factors in structuring meaning (Chin, 1994). Pikulski (2002), another 
readability scholar, proposed that readability is determined not only by the interaction 
between the text and the reader but also by the purpose of reading. This viewpoint is 
similar to Rosenblatt (1978), but Pikulski (2002) included the term context in which 
he addressed it as the purpose of reading, and Janan (2011) shared the same view as 
the above scholars. She claims that readability is a dynamic interactive process 
involving text-reader factors and is bounded by certain contexts. 
   The definitions of readability have changed over the years. Firstly, Dale and Chall 
(1949) focused on understanding, fluency, and interest. Secondly, Klare (1963) focuses 
on the clarity of the text's written style that helps to understand words and phrases. 
During the years, scholars stressed the understanding of the text by which the difficulty 
of the text is placed within the text itself, not within the reader. (Janan, 2011). 
 The matching aspects between the text’s characteristics and the reader’s 
characteristics were prominent during the 1970s. From this period onwards, the 
definitions of readability were more of an interactive nature. During these years, the 
term ‘context’ was included in the definitions by readability scholars, for example, 
Goodman (1969), Rosenblatt (1978), Pikulski (2002), and Janan (2011). Nonetheless, 
what constitutes the context differed among the scholars. 
 It can be noted that within most definitions, three elements are prominent, which 
are the text, the reader, and the context in reading to understand a text. Readability is 
essential in the education field because it judges how readable a text is and the success 
of a reading process. A loophole between the reader and the text appears to mean the 
text is overlooked (Janan, 2011). To avoid the mismatch, educators depend on 
readability formulas to assess if the text is readable by the intended audience 
(Zamanian & Heydari, 2012).  
 
2.2 Readability Measurement  
 
 Readability is seen as a measure of a text’s accessibility that shows how well it 
reaches the target audience  (Pikulski, 2002). The measure takes the form of a formula. 
Because they are objective, readability formulas are utilized for a wide range of 
literature. They do not take into account many outside influences, and they have been 
frequently employed by textbook publishers of the twentieth century (Oakland & 
Lane, 2004). The goal of readability evaluation is to ensure what grade level a reader 
needs to read and comprehend a text. Readability formulas rely on linguistic criteria 
for the prediction of text difficulty. The syntactic difficulty is based on the number of 
words per sentence, as well as the sentence’s familiarity and syntactic structures. 
Sentences with more words and complicated structures are more confusing 
(McNamara et al., 2004). And thus, it is essential to investigate the readability level 
of the prose forms prescribed for the lower secondary school students, Form One and 
Two by analyzing the sentence structures and vocabulary difficulty, and finding out 
the level of difficulty of each prose so that it would not hinder text comprehension.  
 Readability formulas are created to predict text difficulty. The ability to predict 
text difficulty helps those in the teaching field to select appropriate texts for students. 
Following are details on the reading measurements that will be used in the present 
study, which are Fog (Gunning, 1952), Simple Measure of Gobbledygook or SMOG 
(McLaughlin, 1969), Flesch-Kincaid (Kincaid et al., 1975), and Dale-Chall (Dale & 
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Chall, 1995). The following are the readability formulas used in this study to identify 
the reading index for the prose forms. 
 
2.2.1 Dale-Chall Readability Formula 
 
 Dale and Chall (1949) devised an early formula that included variables such as 
the percentage of unfamiliar terms in a sentence and the average number of words per 
sentence. In the United States, reading grade level is calculated with the Dale-formula 
Chall’s formula (Harrison, 1984): 
 
(0.1579 x Percent UFMWDS) + (0.0496 x WDS/SEN) + 3.6365 
 
UFMWDS = unfamiliar words 
WDS/SEN stands for “words per sentence average” 
 
 The New Dale-Chall readability formula (1995) will be used in this study to 
determine word difficulty by counting difficult words. The text’s grade level is 
determined by the length of sentences and the number of difficult words. The New 
Dale-Chall formula (1995), which is based on the use of unfamiliar words, is an 
accurate readability formula. 
 
2.2.2 Fog Readability Formula 
 
        The FOG formula of Gunning (1952) was the easiest to work out the reading 
index, and this fact shows its popularity. The formula consists of the following 
variables: 
1) Average word count per sentence. 
2) the polysyllabic word percentage. 
 The FOG formula (Harrison, 1984) is as follows: 
 
Grade level of Fog reading in the United States = 0.4 times (WDS/SEN + percent 
PSW) 
 
WDS/SEN stands for “words per sentence average” 
PSW stands for polysyllabic word proportion 
                                                                                                        
 Robert Gunning came up with this formula in 1952. For every 100 words, it 
utilizes the average sentence length and the number of words with more than two 
syllables. The Fog index indicates how many years of schooling a reader will need to 
comprehend a paragraph or text.  
 
2.2.3 SMOG Readability Formula 
  
SMOG reading grade level is: 
 
 US = 3 + √P (3 plus the square root of P) 
 
P = the nearest perfect square to the number of polysyllabic words in thirty sentences.                           
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        The SMOG Readability Formula (McLaughlin, 1969) is a simple approach for 
determining a written material’s reading level. A single variable and the amount of 
polysyllabic (three or more syllable) words in 30 sentences made up the SMOG 
formula. The following is the SMOG formula (Harrison, 1984): 
 
US = 3 + P (3 plus the square root of P) 
  
P = the nearest perfect square to the number of polysyllabic words in thirty sentences 
SMOG reading grade level 
  
  The SMOG readability formula (DuBay, 2004) is as follows: 
1. At the start of your text, count ten sentences in a row. In the middle, count ten 
sentences. Near the conclusion, count ten sentences. There are 30 sentences total. 
2. In each set of sentences, count every word with three or more syllables, even if the 
same word appears more than once. 
3. Total the number of words you’ve counted. To determine the grade level of the 
reading content, use the SMOG formula as described above. 
 The Simple Measure of Gobbledygook SMOG Readability Formula was devised 
by G. Harry McLaughlin in 1969, and the calculations provide an approximation of 
the text’s readability level (Doak & Doak, 2010). The abbreviation SMOG stands for 
Simple Measure of Gobbledygook. The length of the word and the length of the phrase 
are taken into consideration in the computation (DuBay, 2004). The SMOG formula’s 
results approximate the level at which students have progressed if they can understand 
90-100 percent of what is being read. In other words, most of the content will be 
understood if students read at or above grade level (Bailin & Grafstein, 2016). 
 
2.2.4 Flesch-Kincaid Readability Formula 
 
 Three factors were incorporated in the Flesch-Kincaid formula (Kincaid et al., 
1975, as stated in DuBay, 2004, p. 50): 
1. The length of the words 
2. The number of the unknown word 
3. The length of a sentence 
 The Flesch-formula Kincaid’s is:  
 
=.39 wl + 11.8 sl – 5.59 (Kincaid et al., 1975, as cited in DuBay, 2004, p. 50). 
 
wl stands for word length. 
sl stands for sentence length. 
                                                                                                            
 The Flesch-Kincaid readability formula determined the reader’s grade level. It 
takes into account two factors: sentence length (words per sentence), which indicates 
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2.3 Formula’s Ratings: Flesch’s Reading Ease Scores and Dale-Chall’s (1995) 
Scores, and Grade Levels  
  
        A readability formula is a mathematical calculation that predicts how easy a book 
will be to read. The number of years of schooling required to comprehend a text is 
estimated (Kondru, 2006). The semantic factor (word difficulty) and the syntactic 
factor are used to calculate readability formulas (difficulty of sentences). The 
readability formulas were used to determine the level of readability of school textbooks 
(Heydari & Riazi, 2012). It aided researchers in their tests by allowing them to alter 
the difficulty of passes (DuBay, 2004). The Flesch reading ease formula is commonly 
used in readability formulas. The Flesch reading ease formula is a straightforward 
method for determining the reader’s grade level and the difficulty level of an English-
language school text. It necessitates counting the number of words per phrase (in a 
sample of 100 words) and the number of syllables in one hundred words. It assigns a 
100-point scale to texts, with the greater the score, the easier the material is to 
comprehend (DuBay, 2004). Table 1 shows Flesch’s reading ease scores.   
   
Table 1. Flesch’s reading ease scores (adapted from DuBay, 2004). 








 Flesch’s rating chart shows the scores from 0 to 100, the ease of readability from 
very confusing to very easy. The lesser the scores the more difficult is the reading text 
for the students. Next, Edgar Dale and Jeanne Chall were inspired by Rudolph Flesch’s 
Reading Ease Formula to develop the Dale-Chall formula for adults and children over 
the age of four to address some of the flaws in the Flesch reading ease formula. The 
Dale-Chall formula was originally published in 1948 and updated in 1995 in 
Readability Revisited: The New Dale-Chall readability formula (Dale & Chall, 1995). 
This formula used word length to assess word difficulty and uses a count of hard words 
(DuBay, 2004). Table 2 shows Dale and Chall’s (1995) formula’s ratings according to 
scores and grade level. The Dale-Chall’s (1995) formula shows that reading index 
scores from 10 above. 
 










Score Ease of readability Estimated reading grades 
90-100 Very Easy 5th grade 
80-89 Easy 6th grade 
70-79 Fairly Easy 7th grade 
60-69 Standard 8th and 9th grade 
50-59 Fairly Difficult 10th to 12th grade 
30-49 Difficult 13th to 16th 
0-29    Very Confusing college graduate 
 Scores Grade levels 
4.9 and below Grade 4 and below 
5.0 to 5.9 Grade 5-6 
6.0 to 6.9 Grade 7-8 
7.0 to 7.9 Grade 9-10 
8.0 to 8.9 Grade 11-12 
9.0 to 9.9 Grade 13-15 (college) 
10 and above Grade 16 and above (college graduate) 
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3. METHODS    
              
 The study’s design is based on the quantitative approach. Four readability 
formulas are used as instruments to find out the reading index for the literary texts 
‘Fair’s Fair’ by Narinder Dhami and ‘The Cheat’ by Allain Blaille. The readability 
formulas are Fog, SMOG, Flesch-Kincaid's readability formula, and Dale-Chall 
(1995). 
 
3.1 Predictor Variables in Readability Formulas 
 
 Readability formulas were used to predict the readability index of the prose 
forms used in the lower secondary. Readability formulas used are Dale-Chall (1948), 
Fog, SMOG, and Flesch-Kincaid. Common variables used in these formulas are 
sentence length and difficult words. Table 3 below shows the predictor variables used 
in the formulas. 
 
Table 3. Predictor variables used in the four readability formulas. 
Formulas Predictor variables 
Words Sentence length Difficult words Polysyllable words 
SMOG (1969)     
Fog (1952)     
Flesch-Kincaid (1975)     
Dale-Chall (1948)     
   
 The SMOG and Fog readability formulas use polysyllable words, Flesch-Kincaid 
uses words, sentence length, and difficult words, whereas Dale-Chall uses sentence 
length and difficult words in judging the reading index for reading materials. 
 
3.2 Procedures in Obtaining Reading Index 
 
 The texts used to calculate the readability indices are selected randomly from the 
prose forms for Form One, a full text on chapter three (pp. 51-52) from the short story 
‘Fair’s Fair’ written by Narinder Dhami and Form Two, two pages (pp. 102-103) from 
the short story, ‘Cheat’ written by Alan Baillie. The paragraphs chosen were between 
300 and 700 words long, which is the suggested length for the computerized reading 
assessments utilized in this study (Owu-Ewie, 2014). These texts were typed on 
Microsoft Word and the four formulas were applied at one go using a computer 
program by Alain Trottier called Words to count (http://www.wordscount.info/). The 
indices obtained from different readability formulas predicted whether the text is easy 
or difficult.   
 The following screen shows an example of counting the readability indices of 
one of the texts in this study.  The procedure of setting the text is shown on the first 
screen. Figure 1 shows the words count website, uploading the text. Furthermore, the 
complexity level of the prose forms could be calculated manually, in addition to using 
the words count website, as described in the literature review section. 
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Figure 1. Words count website. 
 
 The results of the readability indices are displayed on the next screen. 
 
 
Figure 2.  The result of the readability indices. 
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 The results on predictor variables show that there are 307 words, 47 sentences, 
and 337 syllables whereas in the Form One students’ prose from ‘Fair’s Fair’. As for 
the From Two students’ prose from ‘Cheat’, there are 569 words, 48 sentences, 708 
syllables, and 34 polysyllable words. The indices of the readability formulas on the 
text ‘Fair’s Fair’ show 0.0 on SMOG formula, Fog 2.61, Flesch-Kincaid -0.09, and 
Dale-Chall 9.52. The readability score on the text ‘The Cheat’ shows 6.6 on SMOG 
formula, Fog 5.1, Flesch-Kincaid 4.5, and Dale-Chall 6.6. 
 The readability index scores obtained from each readability measurements for 
each prose form were graded according to their level of difficulty derived from US 
grade level because it is the grade level, a common procedure used in judging the 
readability of texts. Based on the indices, they clearly show that the scores are 
inconsistent with the formulas. Therefore, it is suggested by Davison and Bolt (1981) 
that an average of the indices is calculated to determine a reliable readability index. It 
is calculated by adding the indices on the four formulas and the total is divided by four. 
It is because there are four readability formulas used in this study to judge the index 
score. The average readability index calculated for chapter three from the prose ‘Fair’s 
Fair’ is 3.01 which, falls at grade three. The average of the readability index for the 
Form Two prose indicates 5.7 points at fifth grade and is appropriate for pupils at the 
age of ten. 
        The indices of both literary texts fall under a low reading index. It can imply that 
the literary texts are simple to comprehend. The American grade level shows the target 
age group for these literary texts ‘Fair’s Fair’ and ‘Cheat’ are for lower primary pupils 
aged eight years old, and upper primary pupils aged ten years old. Converting these 
grades to the Malaysian context, these literary texts are intended to be read and 
comprehended by lower secondary students, ages 13 and 14. There is a significant age 
difference upon comparing with the American grade level. The significant difference 
in grade level does not imply that Malaysian students are at the elementary level in the 
English language; instead, the literary texts assigned are tailored to the students’ 
various abilities taking into account different individuals who have different schemas 
and prior experience when reading these literary texts. Indeed, students at the advanced 
and intermediate levels of language proficiency would, without a doubt, regard these 
texts as simple, but not weak students. The weak students need assistance and guidance 
from their teachers in exploiting the literary text. The teaching practices that are 
appropriate for the student’s level of language proficiency, understanding, and 
experience can aid them in comprehending and analyzing literary texts in the ESL 





 Readability is a measure of the ease or difficulty of text (DuBay, 2004). We can 
calculate the complexity of words and sentences in any given content using readability 
formulas. Since readability formulas differ depending on the intent and measurement, 
most authors use no more than three identical formulas to assess a document’s 
readability. In this study, the researcher used four formulas to get the reading index, 
and the findings of the study showed there was no association between the formulas in 
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terms of reading indices. Hence, it was necessary to find an average within the 
readability formulas. The reading indices for both literary texts were low, which did 
not correspond to the age group of Malaysian students. The target age group for 
reading and comprehending the literary texts ‘Fair’s Fair’ and ‘Cheat’ is between the 
age of eight and ten. Both of these literary texts have low reading indices, suggesting 
that they are easy for students in lower secondary school. The use of these readability 
formulas has the advantage of providing a solid figure on the text difficulty. This 
information aids educators in text selection and pedagogical practices for getting the 
best out of literary texts to reach out to their students.  
 However, when it comes to determining how well the target audience 
understands the text, readability formulas are not very useful (Zamanian & Heydari, 
2012). Readability formulas only take into account certain aspects of a text, such as 
vocabulary and a sentence length. These two variables are only accurate and correlate 
with text complexity, and this has been acknowledged (Harrison, 1980). Klare (1976) 
reviewed 36 experimental studies on the ability to predict the comprehension of 
readability variables and established that 19 studies were statistically significant, 11 
were not statistically significant, and six were mixed (had some significance). The 
findings cannot be used to advocate the use of readability formulas. These results 
indicate that readability formulas cannot be used with much confidence about their 
success in predicting reading comprehension.  Bailin and Grafstein (2001) reexamined 
the linguistic criteria that constituted the basis of readability ratings, arguing that the 
criteria frequently utilized in readability formulas do not provide a sufficient basis for 
judging reading difficulties. 
 Additionally, the readability formulas cannot determine the literary value of a 
book (Abdullah & Hashim, 2007). However, this does not negate the importance of 
critically evaluating literary texts before recommending them to a certain group of 
readers. According to Schulz (1981), careful selection of literary books based on their 
linguistic difficulties can help to avoid “frustrated” reading in a foreign language while 
also increasing comprehension, appreciation, and love of literature. The appeal of 
utilizing formulas to assess readability is from the notion that they can objectively and 
quantitatively assess the difficulty of written material without taking into account the 
characteristics of readers. A readability formula can also produce a numerical score, 
giving the user the impression of knowing just how tough a text is (Bailin & Grafstein, 
2001). Concerning the basic concepts of formulae, DuBay (2004) stated, “The 
variables utilized in the readability formulas show us the skeleton of a text” (p. 61). 
He insisted that it is up to us to add tone, content, organization, coherence, and design 
to that skeleton. Readability formulae were created with the intention of assisting 
educators in the selection of acceptable texts for children of various ages by ranking 
school textbooks in terms of difficulty (Hargis, 2000). Hence, teaching and learning 
practices can be devised in ways to suit students’ level of language ability, interest, 
prior knowledge, and cultural background to engage them throughout literature 





 The readability index judged the Form One and Two prose forms easy. It 
portrayed that there was no match between the reading index calculated and students’ 
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reading age on the two prose forms. The readability indices for the two prose forms 
indicated a low reading level as with students’ reading age.     
  According to Carrell (1987), lower readability levels of reading materials allow 
lower reading abilities of students to understand a text easily. Thus, in the Malaysian 
context, a low readability index text would cater to all students of diverse abilities in 
the second language and background. Lower ability students could read and 
understand the text easily, and for students with higher proficiency, this would be an 
advantage because their degree of performance would be higher with low reading 
index text.  
 There are many methods in the 21st century in judging the reading index of 
reading materials. However, the study used the traditional readability measurement to 
find out the reading index of the prose forms prescribed in the literature component 
for the lower secondary students. This is because the process of finding out the reading 
index using the Allain Trottier website was not complex. Additionally, readability 
formulas cannot measure everything that contributes to how readable a text is for a 
student. They cannot reflect the interaction between text-reader factors in a reading 
activity. Perhaps, future research on the area of readability can be on new ways of 
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